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1 ．Introduction
There has  been much debate  as  to  the  role  of  a 





& Alexopoulou,  2015;  amongst  others）,  and  other 
studies that argue that knowing about the differences 














language  is  through  language  transfer （Weinreich, 
1953; Porter & Duncan, 1953; etc.）. Language transfer 
is when a learner applies knowledge of one language 
to another, and  it often causes problems  for  foreign 
and second language learners past the critical period, 
as  they often mistakenly use  linguistic knowledge 













be especially beneficial  to  instructors, as knowing what students are thinking when trying to  formulate English 
sentences can help instructors to know why certain mistakes are being made and can thus lead to improved ability 
to correct such errors. It supports the idea from a second language acquisition standpoint and then offers specific 















1999）.  However,  perhaps  the  most  difficult  to 
overcome problems of negative L1 transfer are those 





clues  that  meaning  has  been  misunderstood  or 
interpreted  incorrectly.  In such situations,  learners 
cannot  improve unless  they are given  the  specific 
background knowledge that  is required  to navigate 
such  linguistic challenges correctly.  In order  for an 
instructor to help  learners,  it  is thus helpful  if he or 
she  is  aware  of  the  particular  challenges  that  a 
language learner is facing because of the influence of 
their L1. 
　　While  there  are  some  instances  in  which 
knowledge of a wider culture or cognitive pattern can 





















L1s  will  experience  when  learning  a  western 
language,  such as English, will  not be entirely  the 




L2  English  in  different  ways.  Based  on  these 
examples, we will then make an argument for how L1 
awareness can aid EFL  instructors  for L1  learners 
from these two languages.
3 ．Differences in hierarchy
As mentioned  in section 2,  there  is a general divide 
between western and Asian cultures with respect to 
how strictly age is revered. In Japanese, this manifests 
in  language  in a number of ways. First,  familial and 
interpersonal  relationships  are  often  described, 
linguistically,  in  terms  of  age.  For  example,  as 




even applied  in  the event of  twins, where one twin 
must be determined as  the ‘older’ of  the  two,  as 
there  is no word in the Japanese  language for sister 
or  brother  that  leaves  them  on  equal  footing. 
Furthermore, at schools, companies, and other social 
institutions, Japanese people often divide themselves 





and  interpersonal  relationships.  As  previously 
mentioned  in  the  case  of  Japanese, Korean  also 
distinguishes  relationships and  their corresponding 
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titles  based  on  age. However, Korean  takes  this 
practice a step  further by taking the gender of  the 




brother  as oppa.  Moreover,  due  to  the  highly 
collectivist nature of Korea, these titles are used not 
only within one’s biological  family, but also among 
contemporaries of  relatively  similar age  in Korean 
society. The Korean  language  also  contains  the 
Japanese counterparts of  senpai and kouhai, which 
are derived  from the same Chinese characters but 






words within  social  structures  that  indicate  even 
status such as doukyuusei （person  in the same class 
and year）, doryou （co-worker）. While  senpai  and 
















or downplay  the  importance age plays  in  terms of 
address  in Japanese. However, Korea’s adaptation of 
Confucian ideology puts a rather strong emphasis on 




to  adhere  to  this moral  code  even when  the  age 
difference  is  just a matter of a  few years.   （Suárez-
Orozco,  et  al.  2002）. Of  course,  factors  such  as 
personal  relationship  to  the  individual and address 
terms can always allow  for unorthodox  situations 




　　In contrast,  though  the English  language does 
allow  for words  that distinguish between the social 
rank  of  individuals （boss, superior, subordinate, 
employee, etc.）, these ranks are usually not assigned 
based on age. Though there is a natural tendency for 





be  referred  to as a  classmate,  and not a  senior,  a 
mentor, a superior, or any other such nomenclature 
that would  indicate  their  social  status  or  age  in 
comparison to the speaker. 
　　The  affinity  for  hierarchy  also  affects  polite 
speech  in both  Japanese and Korean, but again  to 
differing degrees. In Japanese, there are a number of 
levels  of  formal  speech,  depending  on  the  social 
distance and the distance in the speaker’s social rank 
in comparison  to  the  listener, and  these affect how 
and/or which verbs will be used （Tsujimura, 1992）. 
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in  social  rank becomes  large, more respectful verb 
forms can be used, known as  sonkeigo （respectful 
language） and kenjougo （humble  language）. In such 








social  rank and  social  distance. Korean verbs  are 
separated  into  two  fundamental  categories:  1）
jondaetmal （formal speech） and  2） banmal （informal 
speech）. However,  these  two major categories are 
further  broken  down  into  specific  subcategories: 
hapsho-che （deferential form）, haeyo-che （polite form）, 
hae-che （intimate） and haela-che （plain）. 
　　In  addition  to  the  politeness,  or  lack  thereof 
achieved  through  verb  conjugation,  the Korean 
language accommodates a  suffix,  shi which can be 
inserted into any of the aforementioned verb forms to 
create an honorific  form. Also, verbs which denote 
certain  actions （eat,  sleep,  drink,  etc.）  have 
independent  honorific  forms.  For  example,  the 
deferential -honorif ic  form  of   the  plain  form 
meokneunda （to eat） is jahpsushida. 
　　It  is also worth noting  that  in addition  to  the 
previously  mentioned  forms  of  politeness  and 
formality  in the Korean  language, other,  though  less 
common forms do exist. The most  formal and polite 
of  all  forms,  hasoseo-che was  reserved  for  kings, 
queens  and  other high-ranking  figures  as well  as 
important text such as scripture. However, this form 
is  largely only heard  in historical  television series  in 












　　In  contrast,  English  has  no  such  system  for 
assigning honor or politeness  through verb classes. 
Instead, English politeness is often conveyed in other 
manners,  such  as  indirectness,  insertion  of modal 
verbs  or  changes  in  tense （Tyler,  2008）. While 
English  has  a  number  of  politeness  strategies 
available to  it and some surely overlap with Korean 
and Japanese （Brown & Levinson, 1987）, the system 
of polite speech  is not as strictly defined as  in  the 
verbal honorifics of Korean or Japanese. 
4 ．Differences in pronoun usage





Table 1 Verbs in simple polite, sonkeigo and kenjougo 
in Japanese
Verb Simple Polite Sonkeigo Kenjougo
eat tabemasu meshi-agaru itadaku
see mimasu go-ran ni naru haiken suru
do shimasu nasaru itasu
Table 2 Verbs in plain, intimate, polite and deferential 
forms in Korean
Informal Speech Formal Speech
Verb Plain Intimate Polite Deferential
eat meokn-eunda meogo meogoyo meoksumnida
see bonda bwa bwayo bomnida
do handa hae haeyo hamnida
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person plural situations simply add the suffix –deul. 
Therefore, keu nyeo becomes keo nyeo deul to refer to 
them or “those girls.” Needless  to  say,  this differs 










fact  that  both  Japanese  and Korean are pro-drop 
languages, which often allow  for  the subject of  the 
sentence,  or  in  some cases  even  the  object  to  be 
dropped.  In stark contrast, English only allows  the 
dropping of the subject in commands, such as ‘（you） 
Pick that up!’ Outside of  this one  linguistic pattern, 
English is quite stringent in its necessity of a subject, 
and thus pronoun use is widely employed.
5 ．How L1 Awareness can be utilized in the 
EFL classroom
5.1　Examples of negative transfer in L2 English
As shown in sections 3 and 4, though both Japanese 
and Korean  have  a  number  of  distinctions  from 
English, they are in turn, distinct from each other in a 
number of ways. In this section, we will describe how 
these  differences  can  hinder  L1 Korean  and  L1 





incorporation  of  their  L1  related  hierarchical 
structures  into their L2 English. For example, many 
L1 Japanese and L1 Korean learners of English tend 










rude or  less polite  than others,  the  lack of differing 
verb classes often causes  learners  to assume  that 
there  is no politeness or no polite words  in English. 
However, this is not true. For example, Tyler （2008） 






such as ‘can you help me?’ without understanding 
where the sentence comes  from or why  it  is polite. 
This  tendency  seems  to  hold  true  for  both  L1 
Japanese and L1 Korean learners of English, as both 
have trouble with polite expressions in English （Hotta 
& Horie,  2012;  Suh,  1999; Mapson,  2015;  amongst 
others）.
　　However,  though Korean and  Japanese native 
speakers may make  some  similar mistakes  in L2 






at  least  in certain cases.  In other words,  the  first-




Confucianism and  is  reflected  in how  the Korean 
language operates both  in  terms of vocabulary and 
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obviously  is not a member of  the student’s  family. 
This  is problematic  for both the student as well as 
the teacher because the student is aware the teacher 




was  chosen  as  wuli （our）+  mother  is  a  highly 
collocational pattern.  
　　However,  not  all  relationships  and  their 
corresponding pronoun in Korean are as collocational. 
A  study by Shewack （2017）  found Koreans  to be 




（2003） who  finds  that  it  is acceptable  for Korean 
speakers  to  refer  to  their  spouses with either  the 
first-person  singular or plural pronouns while  still 















idiomaticized  as  a  result  of   Korean  famil ia l 
collectivism and Kim （2013） draws  the conclusion 
that Koreans  in  the  early  stage  of L1  acquisition 
follow sociolinguistic patterns to determine pronoun 
choice.  
5.2 Curbing negative transfer in the EFL 
classroom
While  it  is not necessary  to speak  the L1 of an L2 
learner fluently in order to be a successful teacher of 







　　For  example,   without  knowledge  of   the 
hierarchical  linguistic patterns built  into the Korean 
and  Japanese  languages,  it would  be  difficult  to 
understand why students are making  the kinds of 
mistakes  that  were  pointed  out  in  section  5.1. 
However,  if  the  instructor  is  aware  of  how  these 
languages  work,  it  is  easier  for  him  or  her  to 








transfer  problems.  For  example,  a  fundamental 
understanding of the behavior of first-person pronouns 
in Korean would be advantageous knowledge to any 
individual who  plans  to  teach English  to Korean 
students. Without a basic understanding of ways  in 
which Korean pronouns veer  from similar usage  in 
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that  an  instructor  can  teach English  as  a  foreign 
language without speaking the  first  language of  the 
student（s）,  such  as  active-learning  and  student-
centered activities,  having  some knowledge of  the 
students’ L1 can help the instructor understand their 
students, achieve heightened communication, and give 
them an  idea of  the  types of  lessons and activities 
that  should be created and cultivated  to meet  the 
specific needs of their students based on the negative 
L1 transfer that may to occur when students from a 
particular L1  study English as a  foreign  language. 
Though there  isn’t necessarily a need  to speak  the 
students’ L1 fluently, awareness of the L1 provides a 
strong  advantage  to  instructors  and  can  help  to 
create better  learning environments  for  students. 
This paper pointed to specific examples that are both 
shared  and  individual  to  Japanese  and  Korean 
speaking  learners  of  L2  English,  but  the  same 
concepts apply to native speakers of other languages 
who are learning English as well – particularly if they 




Braidi, S. M. （1999） The Acquisition of Second Language 
Syntax. London: Oxford University Press.
Brown,  P.  and Levinson,  S. （1987） Politeness: Some 
universals in language usage. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.
Carter, R., and Nunan, D. （2001） The Cambridge Guide 
to Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Du, Y. （2016） The use of first and second language in 
Chinese university EFL classrooms.  Singapore: 
Springer Scince+Business Media.
Ell is ,   R. （1994）  The Study of Second Language 
Acquisition. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Johnson, J. S. and Newport, E. L. （1989） Critical period 




“kotowari”  kodo  ni  okeru  hejj i  no  kosatsu: 
chukangengo  goyoron  bunseki  wo  tsujite ［A 












Locher （Eds.） Trends in Applied Linguistics Volume 
22: Teaching and Learning （Im）Politeness, 114-154. 
Berlin: DeGruyter.  
Murakami, A. and Alexopoulou, T. （2015） L1  influence 
on  the  acquisition  order  of English  grammatical 
morphemes: A  learner  corpus  study.  Studies in 
Second Language Acquisition 38 （3）, 365-401.
Pak ,   S .  （1982）  Kuke  In ch ing  Taymyeng s auy 





in  Verbal  Learning.  Journal of Experimental 
Psychology 46 （1）: 61-64. 
Shewack, E. （2017） The First Person Korean Pronouns 








Ryan SPRING and Eric SHEWACK ・The Importance of L1 Awareness in Teaching English as a Foreign Language
learn English as a second  language. Bulletin of the 
Tohoku University Institute for Excellence in Higher 
Education 1: 115-124. ISSN 2189-5945
Suárez-Orozco, C., Suárez-Orozco, M. & Qin-Hilliard, D. 
（2002） Interdisciplinary Perspectives on the New 
Immigration Volume 4: The New Immigrant and the 
American Family. New York: Routledge.
Suh,  J. （1999） Pragmatic  perception  of  politeness  in 
requests by Korean learners of English as a second 
language.  Iral-international Review of Applied 
Linguistics in Language Teaching 37: 195-214.








Yadav, M. （2014） Role  of Mother Tongue  in  Second 
Language  Learning.  International Journal of 
Research 2348-6848, 11. 572-582.
